200" 


ISSUE 
THE OFFICIAL MAGAZINE | ISSUE 200 


-STAR.WARS 


Exclusive 
Interviews: 


IAN | 
McDIARMIE 


Emperor Palpatine 


THE HIGH 
REPUBLIC’S/™ 
CHARLES SOULE 


Princesses i“ as 
of Alderaan” 


The many voices 
of Leia Organ 


All-New 
Star Wars 
Fiction! 


‘ ‘Sspecial Introduction by 


» ANTHONY 
| 


Ree we love Star ar 


FORMER LEGAL EAGLE TURNED 
AUTHOR CHARLES SOULE IS WELL 
VERSED IN WRITING S7AR WARS 
ADVENTURES, ACROSS ALL ERAS 
OF ITS RICH FISTORY. NOW, WITH 
HIS NEW STAR WAAS NOVEL, 
LIGHT OF THE JEDI HE INTRODUCES 
READERS 10 THE GLORY DAYS 

OF 7HE HIGH REPUBLIC. 


STAR WARS INSIDER RECENTLY 
SPOKE WITH SOULE ABOUT HIS 
WRITING CAREER, HIS S7AR WARS 
COMICS, AND WHAT LIES AHEAD 
FOR THE CHARACTERS OF THIS NEW 
AGE OF S7AR WARS STORYTELLING. 


WORDS: AMY RICHAU 


ew writers have 
told stories 
about as many 
iconic Star Wars 
characters, in as 
many different 
time periods, as Charles Soule. 
Over the last five years Soule 
has written dozens of Star Wars 
stories, including six Marvel 
Comics series, spanning the 
entire Star Wars timeline. Obi- 
Wan and Anakin focused on the 
Jedi and his Padawan after the 
events of Star Wars: The Phantom 
Menace (1999), Darth Vader: 
Dark Lord of the Sith began its 
story immediately after Star 
Wars: Revenge of the Sith (2005), 
and Poe Dameron followed the 
adventures of the eponymous 
hero from shortly before Star 
Wars: The Force Awakens (2015) 
to just after the events of Star 
Wars: The Last Jedi (2017). 
Other comic series have featured 
Lando Calrissian, Ben Solo, and 
most recently Luke and Leia’s 
escapades post-Star Wars: The 
Empire Strikes Back (1980). 
Soule’s new novel, Light of the 
Jedi, kicked off a publishing event 
centered around a new Star Wars era 
called the High Republic, centuries 
prior to The Phantom Menace. 
Soule’s Star Wars journey began 
while he was practicing law—first 
at a large firm in Manhattan doing 
corporate law, and later focusing 
on immigration law at his own 
practice. The transition from lawyer 
to writer didn’t happen overnight. 
“T found my work very rewarding, 
and things were going well, but I 
always knew I wanted a life based 
in creativity,” explains Soule. “So, 
on the side, in my tiny bits of spare 
time, I wrote. First, a novel (which 
remains unpublished, maybe for 
the best) and then comics. I started 
to get traction in comics after four 
or five years of learning the craft 
and the business, and around four 
years later I started writing Swamp 
Thing for DC Comics—that was 
my first big gig in comics, and it 


led somewhat rapidly to work at 
Marvel, where I signed an exclusive 
contract for four more years. During 
that time, I put out some creator- 
owned comics featuring my own 
characters, and two 

novels, The Oracle Year 

and Anyone. I closed my 

law practice a few years 

into the Marvel exclusive, 

when it became clear that 

I couldn’t really do both 

at the same time to the 

level each career deserved. 

And somewhere in there, 

Star Wars came calling.” 


When Marvel re-launched 

Star Wars comics in 2015 

with the flagship Star 

Wars title, Darth Vader, 

Soule reached out to Marvel editor 
Jordan White to let him know he 
was interested in writing a new 
Star Wars story. “I pitched for two 
characters: Palpatine and Lando. 


It could have gone either way, but 
I ended up writing for Lando, and 
I’m glad I did. I love that book, 
and it led to so much more.” 

In addition to the five-issue 
Lando mini-series, Soule 
wrote a Lando-centric 
story for the Star Wars: 

A New Hope (1977) 
anthology From a Certain 
Point of View, called “The 
Angle.” The cape-loving 
smooth-talker appealed 
to Soule for a variety of 
reasons, and he sees the 
potential for many more 
Lando stories somewhere 
along the road. 

“Lando jumped off 
the screen in Empire—he 
was larger than life from 
the first moment we saw 
him, the archetype of 

many charmers-with-a-heart-of- 

tin to come,” says Soule. “TI love 
taking characters that are portrayed 
one way in, say, a film, and then 
spinning them out into new 
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directions. I thought Lando was 
ripe for something like that. It 
could be interesting to explore 
what he did between Star Wars: 
Return of the Jedi (1983) and 
The Force Awakens. We haven’t 
seen much of Lando in that era 
besides his part in Battlefront II 
and Daniel José Older’s novel, 
Last Shot.” 

Lando is also a part of one of 
Soule’s most recent projects, the 
relaunch of the Star Wars main 
comic. It’s fitting Soule is telling 
stories that take place between 
the events of The Empire Strikes 
Back and Return of the Jedi, 
as that era of Star Wars films is 
the one he feels the strongest 
connection with. 

“T was devoted to the prequels 
when they hit and was anticipating 
the sequels as much as anyone, but 
I was an original-trilogy kid,” he 
says. “Those were my gateway. 

I spent years obsessing about what 
would happen in the next film, 
and they didn’t disappoint Young 
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Charles. Adult Charles is pretty 
fond of them as well.” 


Anyone who reads more than 
one of Soule’s Star Wars comics will 
sooner or later discover a familiar 
object or character from another 
one of his stories. Momin’s mask in 
the Lando series played a large part 
in Darth Vader, the character Verla 
first appeared in Darth Vader and 
recently popped up in the Star Wars 
comic. These connections, as you 
might expect, are very intentional. 
“T don’t always have a grand 
plan, but I definitely love callbacks, 
and do them whenever I can,” 
says Soule. “It’s part of the fun 
of working in a multi-era-shared 
galaxy. I’ve done others, too—Papa 
Toren first appears in Lando, and 
then again in my Poe Dameron 
series, and there are more. It’s fun 
using stuff I create because there 
aren’t as many strings attached. 
I can do things with Verla, perhaps, 
that would be impossible with 


someone like Ahsoka. (Verla, by the 
way, I did always have a plan for, 
and it’s what we see in the comic; 

I just wasn’t sure if I’d ever get a 
chance to do it.)” 

Speaking of grand plans, Insider 
asked Soule if he’d had concrete 
outlines for different story arcs, or 
indeed the endings, of his long- 
running comic series’ Poe Dameron 
and Darth Vader, before he started 
writing them. 

“When I get a job on a long- 
running title, like Poe, Vader or the 
current Star Wars series, I always 
provide an outline to Lucasfilm and 
Marvel, explaining what I think 
will happen, the characters I’ll use, 
and so on,” Soule reveals. “They’re 
usually set up for 25 issues, and if 
I get to go longer, I just add to the 
outline. They’re detailed but not too 
detailed, and often things change 
during the writing, as I respond to 
one character or another, or just 
have ideas that hadn’t occurred to 
me when I wrote the outline. That 
said, I generally do have a plan in 
most cases for what will happen. It’s 
like a house that’s mostly built, but 
there is always room in the plans 
for adjustments, some additions, 
and decorations.” 


A Longer 

Time Ago.... 
Soule is now one of 
five writers behind the 


“HE WANTED FIVE 
WRITERS 10 HELP 
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calling it Project Luminous yet. 

The other writers, of course, are 

Justina Ireland, Claudia Gray, 

Daniel José Older, and Cavan Scott, 

and together with some amazing, 

dedicated people at Lucasfilm, 
we've built a new era known 

as the High Republic.” 

It’s common for a Star Wars 
author to check in with 
another writer working 
on a project in a similar 
timeline, but The High 


ambitious publishing 
program initially dubbed 


Project Luminous, set in UNIVERSE 10 FIND 


an era 200 years prior to 
The Phantom Menace. 


BUILD OUT THE 


Republic has taken that 
sense of a collaborative 


group effort to a new 
level. Multiple meetings 


THE BEST NEW STORY at Skywalker Ranch 


Soule’s involvement 


WE COULD TELL, AND —Petped ative the project's 


began with a call from 
Lucasfilm’s Creative 
Director of Publishing, 
Michael Siglain. 

“Mike reached out 
to see if I might be interested in 
participating in a project he’d 
envisioned—an epic, multi-year, 
multi-publisher story,” Soule 
recalls. “He wanted five writers 
to help build out the universe, to 
find the best new story we could 
tell, and he wanted me to be one 
of them. Easiest yes ever—and 
that was so early we weren’t even 


HE WANTED ME T0 BE 
ONE OF THEM” 


ambitious narrative. 

“The five writers, along 
with Lucasfilm editors and 
many members of Story 
Group, met a number of 
times to figure out the story we 
were going to tell,” says Soule. “It 
was fascinating to see so many 
different points of view on what 
Star Wars is, and what makes it 
work, and how we might present 
those ideas in new ways for the 
fandom. A lot of incredible ideas 
came out of those rooms, and not 
all of them ended up in The High 


Republic. I have a feeling you'll see 
some of those, one of these days.” 
The High Republic begins with 
Soule’s novel, Light of the Jedi, 
centered around a catastrophe 
in hyperspace. “I was just really 
fortunate,” says Soule. “I’d come off 
some very high-profile, challenging 
Star Wars gigs that had done well 
(Vader and The Rise of Kylo Ren, in 
particular), and I think that helped 
in terms of giving Lucasfilm the 
confidence that I could introduce 
The High Republic to the world. 
I love writing novels, and I had a 
clear vision for what I thought Light 
of the Jedi could be. This can be a 
challenging, complex job, but it’s 
been very rewarding to create all 
these new ideas. I’m very proud of 
the book.” 


Populating An Era 

Predating established Star Wars 
history by two centuries meant that 
The High Republic writers were 
charged with creating an entirely 
new set of characters to populate 
the galaxy. Soule relished the 
opportunity to cast Jedi Master Avar 
Kriss as the central player in Light 
of the Jedi. “She is unique, and has 
a very interesting way of looking at 
the Force—she ‘hears’ itas much » 
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as feels it,” Soule says. “The Force 

is music to her, and that allows her 
to do some very cool things. Avar 

is part of a huge cast in Light of the 
Jedi, and while she’s the first Jedi we 
meet, there are many more, of all 
descriptions. The Star Wars galaxy 
is huge. There’s room for everyone,” 
he adds. 

Soule is also enthusiastic about 
other new characters we’ll soon 
meet. “Loden Greatstorm and 
Bell Zettifar are a fantastic master- 
Padawan duo,” he tells us. “Porter 
Engle is a great old grizzled warrior. 


Joss and Pikka Adren are a really 
fun married couple. The San 
Tekkas; Marchion Ro; the Tempest 
Runners... Honestly, I like them all, 
for different reasons.” 

While some of these names are 
as yet unfamiliar to readers, Soule 
promises we'll run into old friends 
on our High Republic journey, 
including Jedi Master Yoda. “The 
High Republic is set centuries before 
The Phantom Menace, but we know 
that Star Wars has a number of 
long-lived characters and species, 
beyond Yoda,” Soule intimates. 
“We've known from the beginning 
that there are opportunities for 
some familiar faces to pop up, and 
we’ve taken advantage of that here 
and there, just for fun.” 

The nature of the Force and the 
choices made by those who use it 
have often played an important part 
in Soule’s Star Wars storytelling, 
and The High Republic will be no 
different, although its creators have 
striven to explore such themes in 
new ways. “Every character has 
their own struggles,” Soule says of 
the characters of the era, “otherwise 


they wouldn’t be interesting. 
But we are absolutely trying to 
tread new ground here with the 
characters and their arcs. I think 
many, if not all Jedi probably 
struggle to understand the two 
sides of the Force and their 
relationship with them. After 

all, that was a central part of 
Luke’s training on Dagobah, and 
even Rey’s training on Ahch-To. 
There are many ways to depict that 
sort of thing.” 

But what of the villains of the 
piece? Having written extensively 
about tormented bad guys like 
Darth Vader, was it fun to write 
about the Nihil, the anarchistic 
marauders of The High Republic 
who appear to be bad simply 
because they can be? 

“Oh yeah. They’re a blast,” 
laughs Soule. “They’re not some 
buttoned-down group with planet- 
killing superweapons. They’re 
smaller than the Empire, and they 
fight amongst themselves, but that 
doesn’t mean they’re not a massive 
threat. The Nihil fight in ways we 
haven’t seen before in Star Wars, 
and they’re very dangerous.” 
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tHE HIGH REPUBLIC 
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Go Tosether 


PART TWO 
By Charles Soule 


Star Wars Insider’s all-new fiction continues, 1n this 


exclusive foll6w-up to The High Republic novel, Light of the Jedi. 


Previously: 
Having halted a catastrophic malfunction that threatened to destroy Starlight Beacon before its 
mission of hope could even begin, engineers Joss and Pikka Adren found themselves battling to 
save lives from a deadly new threat to peace in the Republic — the Nihil... 
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A long time ago, ina 
galaxy far, far away.... 


ikka Adren 
surveyed 
the room, 
sensing the 
comforting 
bulk of her 
husband 
just behind 
her. Joss, for 
once, was being quiet—a good thing, 
considering the people seated around 
the table waiting for them. They did 
not seem like types for idle chit-chat. 
She and Joss had been on this station 
before. Starlight Beacon, the massive 
installation constructed in the Outer 
Rim as one of Chancellor Lina Soh’s 
Great Works, emblematic of the Galactic 
Republic. But since her last time here, 
the path she and her husband had 
taken had led them to unbelievable 
places, and they had done things she 
still couldn’t believe they’d achieved, 
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fear—Pikka felt herself trembling, and 
forced herself back to calm. Whatever 
the reason she and her husband had 
been summoned here, she and Joss had 
wanted to help. That was all. 

On the chancellor’s left, a high- 
ranking officer in the Republic Defense 
Coalition. His name was Admiral Pevel 
Kronara, silver-haired in a uniform of 
gray and blue, and Pikka knew him a 
little bit too. A good, straightforward, 
hugely competent career soldier. 

The rest of the seats were occupied 
by a combination of government and 
coalition officials—she knew Senator 
Izzet Noor, but the others were new to 
her. A bunch of those gray and blue 
RDC uniforms, though. Pikka frowned 
a little. A lot of warriors for a galaxy 
supposedly at peace. 

“Welcome,” said Chancellor Soh. 
“Please sit. We want to get through the 
debriefings as soon as possible.” 

Joss and Pikka stepped forward, 
pulling out chairs and sitting down. 
The message they’d received, from one 


What is this, exactly?” 

Pikka grimaced. 

Avar Kriss grinned. 

“T get it,” she said. “I was up late last 
night myself. Quite a party. I know this 
isn’t what any of us want to be doing 
this morning, but it won’t take long. 
You were both instrumental in helping 
to defeat the Nihil at Kur. We have some 
questions about how you did it.” 

Pikka exchanged a glance with her 
husband, and then looked back at the 
Jedi and shrugged. 

“We just tried to stay alive,” she said. 
“Not much more to it.” 

“T disagree,” said Admiral Kronara. 
“You flew one of our Longbeams, as part 
of a Republic Defense Coalition fleet 
assembled to go up against a group of 
Outer Rim marauders called the Nihil.” 

“You helped bring justice for the 
billions of innocent lives ended by their 
savage attacks,” added Chancellor Soh, 
somberly, yet with a note of approval, of 
consequences duly meted out. 

“Just so,” Kronara agreed. 


PIKKA ADREN SURVEYED THE ROOM, SENSING THE 
COMFORTING BULK OF HER HUSBAND JUST BEHIND HER. 
JOSS, FOR ONCE, WAS BEING QUIET. 


or even survived. As a result they 

now stood in an elegantly-appointed 
conference chamber, summoned to 
some sort of debriefing with a good 
portion of the Republic’s most senior 
leadership. Chancellor Soh herself sat 
at the head of the table, with a blonde 
human woman in white and gold robes 
to her right—Jedi Master Avar Kriss, the 
highest-ranking member of her Order 
stationed at Starlight. 

Pikka knew Master Kriss from a 
space battle in which they had recently 
both participated. A space battle! What 
terrible sins had she committed in a 
former life to find herself fighting in a 
space battle? She and Joss were basically 
just high-level construction workers. 
They’d helped to complete Starlight 
Beacon, in fact. 

In truth, she had no one to blame 
but herself. She and Joss had actually 
volunteered to fight at the Battle of Kur. 

Remembering the feeling of that 
battle—the chaos, the intensity, the 
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of Kronara’s aides, was vague, only 
indicating that their presence was 
requested to help with the creation 
of an after-action report on the Battle 
of Kur. While Pikka didn’t have much 
interest in reliving those moments, she 
understood the importance of passing 
along their impressions of the fight. 

But she and her husband had figured 
on a quick interview with an RDC 
functionary, not an audience with 
some of the most important people 
in the galaxy. This felt like some sort 
of interrogation—or a trial! She was 
exhausted, Joss was too. Neither of 
them had slept well since Kur, and 
they’d probably overindulged at 
Starlight Beacon’s dedication ceremony 
the night before. She felt like a shadow, 
barely present, her insubstantiality 
underscored by the brightness of 
everyone else in the room. 

“So... good morning,” Joss said. 
“Tf I’d known this would be a formal 
occasion, I’d have brushed my teeth. 


He tapped a control on the table, 
and a hovering comms droid projected 
a two-dimensional image. It was a bit 
crude, more graphic than realistic, 
but Pikka recognized what was being 
displayed immediately. 

At her side, Joss grunted. He had 
recognized it too. 

The Kur Nebula. And in a zone 
not far from its center, a vast array of 
warships depicted as brightly colored 
symbols. The Republic’s forces in 
green—a number of RDC cruisers 
including Admiral Kronara’s flagship, 
the elegant Emissary-class Third 
Horizon, along with a wide complement 
of smaller attack ships, the mid-sized 
Longbeams and single-pilot Incom 
Z-28 Skywing fighters. The Jedi cruiser 
Ataraxia, and its own spread of the 
small, nimble Vectors, each with a 
Jedi pilot at the helm, all in blue. And 
the Nihil in red—their ugly, blocky, 
spike-covered ships, each with the three 
glowing lightning strikes slashed across 


their hull. The Nihil vessels were like 
jagged, broken teeth in a diseased jaw. 

She and Joss were somewhere in 
that mix too. One of those Longbeams 
was theirs, the Aurora II], with Pikka 
navigating and running the weapons 
systems and Joss in the pilot’s chair. 
Flying, fighting, trying desperately to 
stay alive. 

Pikka clenched her trembling hand. 
She could feel the weapon controls 
under her fingertips, see the Nihil 
targets on her display. Their cockpit 
awash in the green light of the nebula, 
not knowing if they’d be alive ten 
seconds later. She could hear Joss, 
shouting out— 


“By the light... what are they 
doing?” Joss cried out. 

Looking out from the Longbeam’s 
cockpit, he could see one of the Nihil 
ships, a big, bulky thing. He thought 
maybe it was a converted waste hauler, 


EXCLUSIVE FICTION 


and deliberately trying to ram into 
Republic ships. 

Joss caught panicked reports from 
other pilots across the fleet. None of 
them were cowards—far from it—but no 
one had ever fought anything like this. 

A proton torpedo lanced out from 
the Longbeam’s weapons array, and a 
small, ugly Nihil fighter vanished.“Good 
shot, Pikka!” Joss called back. 

His wife didn’t answer. Staying 
focused on the task at hand. That was 
good. They both needed to do that. He 
flew, she chose the targets. And it was 
working. As Joss looked over his tactical 
display, he had a sense that the Nihil 
were losing, slowly but surely. RDC 
discipline and training was overcoming 
the Nihil’s willingness to fight dirty. 

Something happened. 

The red icons representing the 
Nihil forces began blipping in and 
out of existence, disappearing and 
reappearing. Joss slammed the heel of 
his hand against the console, figuring 
maybe there was a short—nothing like 


“We still don’t know how the Nihil 
did this,” said Admiral Kronara, “but we 
know the tactic was devastating in the 
battle-space. Only the Jedi seemed able 
to effectively fight them off, through 
their enhanced reflexes and speed.” 

“Through the Force,” Avar said. 

Kronara gave a tight nod in 
acknowledgment, then turned back 
to Pikka and Joss. 

“T misspoke,” the admiral said. 

“The Jedi were not the only pilots who 
seemed able to counteract the Nihil 
micro-jumps.” 

He pointed, all the way down the 
table, right at them. 

“You did it too. Your Longbeam 
was able to react and maneuver with 
precision and speed beyond that of the 
rest of our fleet. Where others died, you 
two survived. We need to know how 
you did it.” 

Pikka swallowed. She glanced at 
her husband. 

“Would you believe we’re just that 
good?” Joss said. 


TWO SKYWINGS AND ANOTHER LONGBEAM WERE 
ON THE NIHIL’S TAIL, ALL MOVING AT SUCH SPEED THAT 
THEY HAD NO OPPORTUNITY TO DODGE. 


and that suspicion was underscored 
when the ship opened its cargo 
compartment and released a sea of 
horrible sludge in its wake. 

Another Longbeam and two 
Skywings were on the Nihil’s tail, all 
moving at such speed that they had 
no opportunity to dodge. They flew 
straight into the cloud of awful, gray- 
brown filth, which was ignited by their 
engines, and all three Republic ships 
vanished into balls of flame. 

What a horrible, disgusting, 
dishonorable way to go. And it wasn’t 
the worst tactic the Nihil were using 
out here, either. 

The Nihil fought like beasts, like 
cornered animals, trying anything they 
could to destroy, to kill. They used laser 
cannons, missiles and torpedoes, but 
that was just the beginning. Some of 
their ships were venting radioactive gas 
from their reactors, poisoning pilots 
unlucky enough to fly through it. 
Others, heavily armored, were actively 


a good thump to fix a poorly seated 
wire—but nothing changed, except 
that now, Republic and Jedi ships 
started to disappear from the display. 
Not so dramatic when it was little 
icons on a screen, but... Joss looked 
up. He could see what was actually 
happening with his own eyes, and 

it was horrifying. Unbelievable. The 
Nihil ships making what seemed to be 
micro-jumps through hyperspace, tiny 
hops that made them impossible to 
target, vanishing and reappearing short 
distances away. And all around them, 
explosions blossoming against the 
blackness of space, as good people 
died trying to do the right thing. 


KKK 


Pikka looked at the projection above 
the conference table, remembering the 
horror of that moment, realizing that 
their enemy was capable of something 
they weren’t, and had no way to fight. 


“Probably not,” said Kronara. 

“Maybe we used the Force,” he said. 

“In a way, all living things use the 
Force,” Avar said. “But no. You didn’t.” 

Chancellor Soh spoke, the first words 
she’d said since welcoming them in. 

“Joss, Pikka. We need to know what 
you did. Was it luck, or something we 
can replicate? Something that might 
save other lives, in potential fights yet 
to come.” 

“But the Nihil are gone. All of their 
ships were destroyed in the battle.” 

“Yes,” the chancellor said. “I know. 
Still... indulge us.” 

Pikka looked at Joss. He shrugged. 

“Tell them,” she said. 


Joss looked at the uptight, buttoned- 
down, frowning faces seated around 
the table. The only people who seemed 
relaxed were the chancellor and the 
space wizard, which made sense—they 
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were the most powerful people in the 
room. He sighed. They were stuck. 

“We sliced the security systems on 
the Longbeam’s operational code,” he 
said. “Or, actually...” 

He pointed his thumb at Pikka. 

“she did/@ 

“Thanks a lot,” his wife muttered. 

“Slicing Republic military hardware 
carries heavy penalties,” one of the RDC 
officials said. 

“Higher than dying?” Joss shot back, 
heated. “Pikka and I are tinkerers. It’s 
how we make our living. We figure out 
systems and think of ways to improve 
them. Whether it’s a space station or a 
starship, we both like to know how stuff 
works. We weren’t going to take one of 
your Longbeams into a battle unless we 
knew what it could do.” 

He looked at Pikka, nodded for her 
to continue. 

“So, yeah. I sliced the ops code. 
That’s all. I didn’t change anything.” 

“Well...” Joss said. 

Pikka shot him a glare, then took 


STAR WARS: THE HIGH REPUBLIC 


“All right,” she heard Joss say. 
“That'll work. Let’s see what this thing 
can actually do.” 

The Longbeam moved again, 
sidestepping, skipping across space. 

It felt different, alive in a way that it 
hadn’t before. 

Joss grunted in approval, and then 
he flew, and Pikka fought, and around 
them, the Nihil ships exploded, and 
somehow, impossibly, they survived. 


KKK 


“Those systems are linked to prevent 
overstressing the Longbeam’s frame! You 
could have broken apart!” said another 
RDC flunky. 

Joss rolled his eyes. He opened his 
mouth to answer, but Pikka got in first. 

“Not with Joss at the helm,” she said, 
simple, short, confident. 

“T have a good feel for what a ship 
can take,” Joss said. 

Silence around the table, as the 
assemblage thought this over. 


“Pffff,” Joss said. “Can’t believe we 
got up early for this. Skipped breakfast! 
As a matter of fact...” 

He stood up. 

“Let’s go eat. I’m starving, and you 
know how good the food is on Starlight. 
Let’s hit a canteen, and then we’ll find 
a transport back to Coruscant and take 
that little trip we’ve got planned, yeah?” 

Pikka stretched and rubbed her eyes, 
trying to find a little energy. 

“All right, Joss,” she said. “I could 
use a cup of caf.” 

A chime from their door, and they 
both looked in that direction. Frowning, 
Joss tapped a control. The door opened, 
revealing Admiral Kronara. 

“May I come in?” he said. “It won’t 
take long.” 

“Are you going to throw us in the 
brig?” Joss said. “Fair warning, I don’t 
do well in cages.” 

“I’m sure that’s true,” the admiral 
said. “No. I have an offer for you.” 

“Let him in, Joss,” Pikka said, and 
her husband stepped aside. 


THE LONGBEAM MOVED AGAIN, SIDESTEPPING, SKIPPING 
ACROSS SPACE. IT FELT DIFFERENT, ALIVE IN A WAY IT 
HADN’T BEFORE. JOSS GRUNTED IN APPROVAL. 


a deep breath. She looked up at the 
battle display, remembering. 


KKK 


“Uncouple the thrusters!” Joss 
shouted at her. 

“What?” Pikka frowned. 

“That thing you found in the code!” 
he said, as the ship jerked sharply, 
probably narrowly avoiding some 
version of a hot, agonizing death. 

She realized what he meant. When 
she had sliced into the Longbeam’s 
code back on the Third Horizon before 
they’d taken it out, she’d seen that all 
its thrusters were computer controlled, 
linked together to ensure smooth 
maneuvering. But it was possible, 
with a few elegant shortcuts, to unlink 
them, so each thruster could operate 
independently, under manual control. 

Pikka entered the commands, and 
suddenly the ship’s handling felt... 
looser. More open. 
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“So...” Admiral Kronara said, “you 
broke our ship to save our ship.” 

Joss nodded. 

“Guess so.” 

The admiral looked at the chancellor. 

“Thank you both,” said the most 
powerful woman in the galaxy. “You 
may leave.” 


“You may leave,” Joss said, perfectly 
imitating the chancellor’s tone as he 
paced around their temporary quarters. 
“What the hell was that? We were doing 
them a favor fighting in that battle! 
We're not soldiers. We were just trying 
to help—from the Legacy Kun disaster 
all the way to Kur, all we’ve done is 
try to help. And now they treat us 
like criminals!” 

“It’s all right,” Pikka said. “It doesn’t 
matter. It’s over, and it doesn’t seem like 
they’re going to do anything to us for 
slicing the Longbeam.” 


The door slid closed behind Kronara, 
and he spoke. 

“Y’ll make this simple,” he said. 

“We are not confident that the Nihil 

we destroyed at Kur represented the 
entirety of their numbers. We have to be 
sure. Chancellor Soh has authorized the 
RDC to inaugurate a special task force 

to hunt down any Nihil that might be 
out there. Find their base, learn more, 
eradicate them if we can.” 

“Okay...” Pikka said. 

“T would like you two to be part of 
that task force.” 

Joss snorted, incredulous. 

“We’te contractors,” he said. 
“Spanner monkeys. What are you 
talking about?” 

“You're innovative and brilliant. 

You two improvised strategies to save 
lives during the Legacy Run disaster, 
and then you figured out a way, on the 
fly, to survive completely new enemy 
tactics during the Battle of Kur. If you’re 
willing, I could use you both. You seem 


to be the sort of people who like to 
help, and that’s what I’m offering. The 
Republic needs you. Are you up for it?” 

Pikka answered, without hesitation. 

“No,” she said. 

Both Joss and the admiral looked at 
her, surprised. 

“My husband and I had a vacation 
planned for when we finished our work 
building this station, and then we got 
caught up in all of this Nihil business, 
and it’s been non-stop ever since. We 
deserve a break.” 

She folded her arms. 

“So, we want our two weeks on 
Amfar. Sun, sand, and no fighting. 
But after that, I think we can do 
what you're asking.” 

“We can?” Joss said. 

“Don’t you think?” Pikka said, 
looking at him. 

Joss considered. 

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess I do.” 

Admiral Kronara nodded, and 
stepped to the door. 

“See you in two weeks,” he said. 
“There’s a lot to do.” 

The door closed behind the 
admiral, and Joss turned to Pikka. 

“What do you think that 
means?” he said, seeming a little 
taken aback. “What did you sign 
us up for?” 

She stepped up to 
him, reached her arms 
around him. Her hands 
barely met in the 
small of his back. 

“I don’t know, 
Joss,” Pikka said, 
looking up at him. 
“But wherever we 
go,” she smiled,“we’ll 
go together.” 
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